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Foreword
The following are selected and adapted Proceedings from the 1997
and 1998 Annual Conferences on Educational Leadership and School Reform at the Bank
Street College of Education. Entitled "The Challenge of Small Schools," these conferences
discussed the goals of progressive education and examined the issues essential to creating, developing, and nurturing the kinds of schools most likely to fulfill these goals.
Explicit in the conferences' agendas was the belief that, if home-grown small schools
could maintain a modicum of autonomy and opposition to a highly bureaucratized, overly
regulated system, there would be a better chance of furthering an educational agenda rooted in some of the basic tenets and principles of progressive education. The strong tendency
to move towards standardization and uniformity was and remains a real concern for those
of us committed to deep reform in urban public schooling.
We believe that being attentive to and knowledgeable about the quality of teaching
and learning that goes on in these small schools is the best indicator of whether the promise of small schools is being realized. Indeed it is the best predictor of whether they will
survive, thrive, and proliferate. We acknowledge this fundamental responsibility: to create
and sustain rigorous, truly diverse and enriching learning communities, guided by a faith in
democracy as both a way of associating and a goal. If we can do this, we not only acknowledge our progressive legacy, we also contribute to it.

FRANK PIGNATELLI
Chair, Educational Leadership Department
Bank Street College Graduate School of Education
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How Great is Small?!
Taking Stock of the Small Schools Movement
Mary Anne Raywid, March 7, 1997

INTRODUCTION
Mary Anne probably knows more about the different movements
towards small schools through the years than anyone in the country. She's been a chronicler of this movement, pretty much the central researcher on what we used to call alternative schools. This was before some people made us afraid to call them alternatives. She
has followed the movement to schools of choice, option schools, through charter schools
and to what we now call, for lack of a better term, small schools. She has written extensively about these different movements and some of the problems they have faced along
the way. She has most recently written two monographs: Taking Stock: The Movement to
Create Mini-Schools, Schools-Within-Schools and Separate Small Schools (ERIC
Clearinghouse, 1996), and Focus Schools: A Genre to Consider(1994).
Everything Mary Anne writes is clear and really captures the problems, the potential,
and the glory of this movement. She has also consulted with a number of districts and
states, trying to set up systems of choice. She has helped start any number of schools.
She retired recently from Hofstra University and moved to Hawaii. We're lucky to have
her here today. This retirement seems to involve teaching two courses at the University of
Hawaii, helping to start two schools, coming to New York to do several weeks of intensive
research, and writing a couple of major pieces.
She has always walked that very fine line between being a highly respected and serious researcher and an advocate/supporter. Those of us who have worked with her and read
her materials through the years know that she is a passionate supporter and advocate of
this kind of education. She'll tell us when we are heading in the wrong direction. She has
been steadfast in support of these movements and this is what I admire so much about her.
I introduce Mary Anne Raywid.
GIL SCHMERLER
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hat w e call small schools are certainly

W

not new. The confirmation, or the extent and
intensity of the confirmation, for their practices is new, but not the schools themselves. As far as
I'm concerned, the whole small schools movement of
today, which is zooming right along, represents the
mainstreaming of alternative education. I began looking at alternative schools in the middle seventies, and
they started even earlier, in about the mid-sixties.
These schools have been going on for a long time. The
key elements have been the same: the size, the insistence that size is important, and the insistence that
what school ought to do is respond to the needs of
individuals rather than to try to get individuals to conform to the needs of the institution. Their idea has
been that schools ought to be trying to get kids to really engage with the content that we want them to learn.
All of these are things that alternative schools have
been stressing for quite a while, particularly the idea
that all of this ought to be happening in an altered context. Today, we call this an organizationally restructured
school. But this is what alternatives have meant right
along. So I'm delighted to see the movement for small
schools. I'm not going to talk to you anymore though
about its past, I want to talk more about its present and
future.
Actually, what I want to do first, given the title of
what I am to be saying ("H ow Great is Small?! Taking
Stock of the Small Schools Movement"), is to deal with
the exclamation point following "How Great is Small!"
T hen we'll deal with the question mark that also follows
it. Although, as I suggested, we have had small schools
for a long time and have really known for some time
about their superiority, the unusual weight of the evidence confirming that is really rather new. And the fact
that size alone is so important is something that has
come to at least some of us rather recently. It does look
like size per se, smallness per se, has real advantages. It
matters. It is clearly the case that bigger is not better, as
we were told for so long. In fact it's rather clearly worse:
It is less satisfying to those involved when schools are
bigger. They are also less productive instead of being less
expensive. T here are a lot of diseconomies of scale that
you begin encountering that you don't have when you
keep schools small enough.
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There are three major correlates of school failure.
The fast is a high poverty population, the second is a
predominant enrollment of people of minority status,
and the third is a large school. The first two, we as educators cannot do a great deal immediately or directly to
affect, but the third we certainly can. It is within our
power to downsize schools. And given what we know
now about how much large size hurts-and particularly
how it hurts the disadvantaged kids who start out with
an unequal opportunity for a good education-it appears
that size intensifies the initial disadvantage. It is a further penalizing condition. The reason is that large
schools are stratifying: They widen rather than narrow
the gap separating the disadvantaged from the affluent.
For me, knowing this makes school downsizing a moral
obligation. Certainly, if we know bigness hurts the kids
we need most to help, then we need to be doing something about it: It's an equity imperative. As far as some
people are concerned, small schools are as important as
some kind of financial equalization or the provision of
adequate dollars- though it's not size alone that is the
important feature. So I think it's hard to over-emphasize
the importance of a school's being small. But there are
limitations, which leads me to the question mark in my
title: Just how great is small?
I'm not sure that size alone is enough to make a
school a good one. I suspect it's a necessary requisite,
that we can't get to the kind of school restructuring that
is important without downsizing schools, but I doubt
whether it's the whole story. T here are people who argue
that it is. There are people who say that smallness not
only creates the context for improving schools, but also
triggers the changes themselves. My own experience
would suggest that it's not that easy; that if you want a
restructured school you can't quit with just m aking it
smaller. You've got to intend restructuring and you've got
to really set out to pursue it. You've got to try to change
the roles of the people operating within the school.
You've got to try to change the governing structure.
You've got to try deliberately to turn schools into learning communities instead of bureaucratic extensions of
the single model that originates from "downtown."
There are all kinds of things that have to be
intended and really worked out. One big one is you've
got to concentrate on getting people together in differ-

ent kinds of groups. Instead of grouping kids on the
basis of their present ability levels and putting them into
tracks, you've got to get them into groups that are interest-based. And instead of grouping teachers by departments, if you want to restructure, you need to get them
together in cross-disciplinary teams. So there is a lot that
must be deliberately intended and pursued if we want to
make good on the promise that small schools open up.
But this brings me to my concerns about the
small schools movement. There's no doubt, it seems to
me, that it's really going great guns. We've got studies
emerging every week about how terrific it is. The Center
on School Organization and Restructuring in Wisconsin
has presented a lot of research; the Center for Research
on the Education of Students Placed at Risk at Johns
Hopkins University and Howard University is now presenting a number of studies; the ERIC Clearinghouse on
Urban Education is interested in the small schools
movement, and so, of course, is the Clearinghouse on
Rural Education and Small Schools. The National
Center for the Restructuring of Education, Schools and
Teaching has published relevant research. So there's a lot
going on. One thing that is always a signal is an increase
in the number of studies on a topic. That marks a hot
item, and in the last couple of weeks I have heard of two
or three new ones I hadn't known about. Researchers are
suggesting that small schools are a good idea. It's on
everybody's reform list now. The journals have picked it
up, and I notice you have a copy of the recent Horace
issue (January 1997, Vol. 13, No. 3) in the packet we all
were given here today. That is, I think, a very strong positive statement. Even what is reputed to be the most
conservative professional organization in education has
come out in favor of small schools. I'm referring to the
National Association of Secondary School Principals
that has published Breaking Ranks, which strongly recommends the downsizing of schools. So I don't think
there is any question that the movement will grow.
One thing that I think will contribute very significantly to the growth of the movement is the fact that
small schools are less opprobrious to the establishment
than are its major rivals. What I mean by rivals are charter schools and vouchers, the major alternatives to
restructuring. I think the educational establishment,
faced with choices as to which way to go, will choose

small schools as the "least worst" solution among those
three possibilities. That's a mixed blessing, of course,
because it means that there are going to be a lot of lukewarm adoptions, and this is something to worry about. It
seems to me it's going to pose at least these two broad
and important questions: "Will small schools prove to be
too hard to implement successfully when you set out to
do so across the board, for everybody or for most people?"
and "Will the adoptions in particular locales be so politically compromised as to prevent them from working?"
Let me say just a little about these two matters.
It's very hard to implement successful small schools.
The challenge is to design a school that is educationally sound, that's equitable, that's attractive, that will
work. To compound the challenge, because not an awful
lot of people have put together schools like this, we're
asking, and I think rightfully so, that these small schools
be created by a group that has not had much experience
in school design: teachers. The challenges are really
enormous. I spent last week trying to help six or seven
incipient small schools get a good start with their planning. And they found it tremendously difficult to put
together themes that would avoid stratifying students,
and at the same time be interesting to youngsters and
provide some kind of coherence across the curriculum.
One big problem that they have is thinking radically
enough. In every group I worked with, they started saying early in the planning, "We don't know the answer to
that question." I asked them a question about should, or
is this what you want, or is this what you find desirable,
and five or six times the answer came up: "Let's call
downtown and find out what it is that they are going to
insist on." In every group I had to say, "No, don't call
downtown. If you call downtown for an answer you will
be given one, and the whole point of this is for you to
design it for yourse1£" I must say "downtown" has
responded rather positively to that, and a representative
of "downtown'' from that community is here today. But
designing new schools really is challenging and it is
hard work.
Another thing that is very difficult is trying to
make a sound model politically acceptable in a given
community. Frequently, it is found that compromises are
necessary in the way you think it ought to work. Some
of the compromises I find absolutely crippling, and I'm
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afraid I've seen people doing many of these things.
Sometimes people try to say, "OK, we're going to do small
schools. We're not going to abolish departments; we'll
just have small schools on top of the departments within the high school." It won't work. Sometimes there are
people who say, "Well, what we'll do so as not to get too
radical, we'll have kids in small schools for half a day and
then the rest of the day they'll do a regular program."
You laugh. H aven't you seen this? I'm afraid in my experience it's not uncommon, and it's a death knell. You
can't make it go. There are people who say, "We'll have
them in small schools, but they'll take all the electives
outside of the small school." Another one that I think is
really a death knell is: "We are going to change teachers'
roles and we'll change kids' roles, but we're not going to
change the principal's role. The principal will maintain
the same prerogatives and powers as principals now
hold, but instead, we will declare this individual to be
presiding over a bunch of schools-within-schools," or
worse, separate small schools.
Another one that I think is a really incompatible
perversion-and I'm sure some of you sitting here have
had this experience and could tell me more than I know
about it-is to try to do small schools without altering
or reinterpreting union contracts. The seniority rights of
transfer are simply incompatible with attempting to get
together small groups of like-minded teachers. I feel that
very strongly.
If a compromise you have to accept is central
management, you might question whether it's worth try-

s
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ing. I'm speaking about "downtown" plus the board,
either/or both. If what they are going to do is to control
the input and the process as well as the output, then I
don't think the virtues and the benefits we seek from
small schools are going to be realized. When you compromise the essentials, you certainly compromise the
gains. And this came across in Philadelphia's small
schools. I t was clear in the outcomes and the benefits:
The kids who were in the small schools only part of the
time, with their exposure compromised, did not benefit
nearly as much as the kids who were full time, i.e., whose
primary affiliation was with the small school. If you
compromise somewhat, you compromise the benefits; if
you compromise too much, you compromise any effects
at all; and if you compromise beyond that point, you're
really not talking about change at all. I t's not only outputs, it's what you start with that has been tossed down
the drain. So what you have got is not change but rhetoric about change, or pseudo reform, which I'm afraid is
not infrequent.
But I do think small schools are the best idea we
h ave had in education in a long time. They accommodate many of the particular reforms that have been recommended as what reformers want to see. They accommodate a lot of what researchers have been advocating.
They are, I think, really on the right track, which makes
it enormously important that we get it right. I trust that
what you will be doing here today will be helpful to you
in getting it right.

RAYWID'S RESPONSE TO SUBSEQUENT
PANEL DISCUSSION.
Panelists: Naomi Barber, Founding Directo r, New
Visions Schools Initiative; Herb Rosenfeld, sma ll
schools designer and education consu ltant; and Irma
Zardoya, Superintendent, Community School District 10.

've found it very interesting listening to the
comments, but I just thought I would add two or three
of what I consider to be really hard questions. They
kind of got raised but sort of incidentally, and I'm not
sure one got raised at all.
First, I've spent the week with people, some of
whom would argue that a small school or school-within-a-school shouldn't have a theme or focus designed to
attract student interest. I tend to disagree with them on
that because it seems to me that if you don't have student interest as a means of assembling a like-minded
constituency, you are missing out on a good bet for
directing and articulating your program so as to respond
to your kids.
Second, there are people who will tell you that
schools-within-schools are not going to work, that what
you really need to have are small schools that are totally
autonomous. That's kind of a self-defeating demand. I
have argued that schools-within- schools need a fair
amount of autonomy to work, and they need to be able
to acquire some psychic as well as physical distance from
other schools within the same building, or from the host
school; but I'm not sure that it really takes totally independent schools. It is certainly worth discussing, though.
Third, another question is: What is the ideal
process for creating small schools or schools-withinschools? Should this be the teacher model that was used
in District 4 in New York City where teachers really
created their own programs? District 3 in New York
City used a slight modification of that, in effect opting
for teacher designers being helped by experts. Chicago
uses quite a different kind of model, involving a group
representing all the legitimate stakeholders in the
design process. It seems to me that how to go about it
is a major question.

I

Finally, one more question with respect to how
you're going to understand and construe equity. This is
always a major issue for an options system. We can say
we don't want ability grouping or we don't want tracking, but I was told just before this session about a new
program exclusively for kids who have been at risk. Is it
legitimate to separate such kids? Some would say no,
that this would close off these young students from what
might be much needed inspiration, motivation, and
lessons for them. But beyond that, it's one thing to say
that as district policy we're not going to have schools
picking off the high achievers, and quite another to say
that there can be none targeting the disadvantaged.
And how about sorting for other traits? H ow
about what seems to be most important to most teachers? It's not the high achievers most seek, but the most
educable kids, which means those who are most motivated or most willing to listen and cooperate: They are
the ones who are not daring you to educate them. But if
you sort for motivation, not only does that correlate
extensively with achievement levels, but it also abandons
to a big pool the kids who probably most need the inspiration and exposure to other kids.

I
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Simple Justice:
The Challenge for Teachers of Small Schools
William Ayers, March 6, 1998

INTRODUCTION
William Ayers is a school reform activist, professor of education,
senior university scholar at the University of Illinois at Chicago, where he teaches courses
in interpretive research, urban school change, teaching for justice and democracy, youth in
the modern predicament and the cultural context of teaching. He is codirector of the Small
Schools Workshop, cofounder of the Annenberg Challenge in Chicago, and cochair of the
Chicago School Reform Collaborative. A graduate of Bank Street College of Education and
Teachers College, Columbia University, Bill has written extensively about the importance of
creating progressive educational opportunities in urban public schools. His articles have
appeared in many journals, including the Harvard Educational Review, Journal of Teacher
Education, Teachers College Record, The Nation, and The Cambridge Journal of Education.
His books include The Good Preschool Teacher, and To Teach: The Journey of a Teacher,
which was named the book of the year in 1993 by Kappa Delta Pi and won the Whitten
Award for distinguished work in biography and autobiography in 1995. Recent edited books
include To Become a Teacher: Making a Difference in Children's Lives; City Kids/City
Teachers, Reports From the Front Row with Pat Ford; and A Light in Dark Times:
Conversations in Relation to Maxine Greene with Janet Miller. His latest book is A Kind
and Just Parent: The Children of Juvenile Court.
I want to say a few words about A Kind and Just Parent. It examines the life and
conditions in a juvenile detention center in Chicago, and I think it can serve as a kind of analog to this conference. The book lies somewhere between what Jerome Brunner argues are
two complementary modes of knowing: a good story and a well-formed argument. As story,
Bill brings a concern for character, nuance, gesture, and "life-likeness." But he does not lose
sight of the social context within which this drama unfolds. When, for example, he establishes the irrefutable correlation between poverty, child abuse and neglect, and the likeli-
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hood of juvenile crime, his strong critique of a set of tired legal theraputic processes that
for the most part perpetuate and reinforce exclusion, marginality, and further involvement in
the life of crime mixes with his worries about his own sons, his memories of being a victim,
and the relationships he himself develops as a tutor to those adolescents he writes about.
In A Kind and Just Parent, Bill is unwilling to sea l off his professional publ ic identities as teacher, researcher, and activist from his private world as privileged adolescent,
father, husband, crime victim. He is part of the story he tells.
Now, if the small schools movement is to flourish, we will need to serve up a tasty
mix of good stories and well-formed arguments. We will need people capable of crossing
traditional and self-limiting identity borders between advocacy and research, theory and
practice, and personal and professional. We will need people with a desire to compose
textured hybrid identities that defy easy catagorization; people who can fertilize their work
from a range of vantage points. Bill's book, and beyond this, his multiple ways of being
engaged in matters of education, illuminate a way of proceeding.
It is with pleasure that I introduce, Bill Ayers, our keynote speaker.

FRANK PIGNATELLI

I
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·m delighted to be here at Bank Street College
today. I graduated from the College almost fifteen years
ago, and I know that I will feel somehow challenged
and nourished, renewed and refocused whenever I return.
This is because Bank Street has always been, for
me, the embodiment of a particularly precious ideal in
education-the conviction that teaching at its best
invites people to become more engaged, more capable,
more thoughtful and powerful, more fully human in
their pursuits and their projects. At its best, teaching
challenges people to reach, to strive, and yes, to change
their lives and, perhaps, the world.
I think of Bank Street's founding mother and first
pioneer, Lucy Sprague Mitchell, who struggled her
whole life to maintain a two-eyed approach: one eye
firmly fixed on the students she shepherded-complex,
dynamic, trembling, various, and real-and one eye riveted on the larger world-the concentric circles of context
that enable or constrain people's lives and aspirations.
So, with Mitchell in mind, I want to return to
first principles and larger purposes. I want to consider,
first, teaching and learning, the goals of education and
schooling, and the problem of goodness in schools. I'll
try then to link that with our purpose for today: the
challenge of small schools.
There is a telling passage in Naguib Mahfouz's
Palace of Desire (1991), his epic novel of a traditional
family from the old quarter of Cairo swept by the storms
of modernism, imperialism, and nationalist response.
Kamal, the teenage son, is invited by his father,
al-Sayyid Ahmad Abd al-Jawad, to tell him which
branch of the university he would like to attend.
Without hesitation, Kamal responds enthusiastically,
"I have decided, Papa, God willing and with your
approval, of course, to enroll in the Teachers Training
College" (Mahfouz, 1991, p. 48). A cloud descends on alSayyid Ahmad's head as he contemplates Kamal's words.
"Do you know anything about teaching?" he replies
scornfully. "It's a miserable profession which wins
respect from no one.. .It's an occupation...utterly devoid
of grandeur or esteem. I'm acquainted with men of distinction...who have flatly refused to allow their daughters to marry a teacher" (pp. 48-49).
But Kamal, with proper deference and respect to
his father, perseveres. He has faith in the intrinsic value
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of learning, in the life of the mind and the pursuit of
truth. He sees education linked to progress and change
and hope for a better life. He tentatively suggests that in
advanced nations, in Europe for example, teaching is
esteemed. al-Sayyid Ahmad is disgusted: "What does
Europe have to do with us? You live in this country.
Does it set up statues in honor of teachers? Show me a
single sculpture of a teacher" (p. 53).
When Kamal recalls this disheartening exchange
to his brother, the older boy seconds their father:
You live here and now, not in
... books ... Books document strange and
supernatural matters ...[Y]ou read at times in
them a line like ... "The teacher is almost like
a prophet," but have you ever encountered a
teacher of whom that was true? Show me
one of them deserving the title "human
being," let alone that of "prophet!" (p. 57).
What is teaching, after all? Anyone who has practiced it can attest to the fact that teaching is more than the
life of the mind; more than the calm, contemplative pursuit of truth; more, surely, than the steady road to
progress. Kamal's vision is certainly naive. A calling to
shake the world? Well, hardly. We know that teaching is
excruciatingly complex, idiosyncratic, backbreaking,
mind-boggling, exhausting, wrenching. And, yet, Kamal
is on to something in both intuitions. His idealism
points-against the hard and cynical realism of his father
and much of the world-to the possibility of teaching as
something more. While he is nursing a dream, his illusion
cloaks an unimpeachable fact: Teaching at its best requires
heart and mind, passion and intellect, intuition, spirit, and
judgment. Teaching, again at its best, can be an act of
hope and love-love for persons, love for life, and hope for
a world that could be, but is not yet.
This essential, central truth of teaching is often
overlooked, usually missed by teachers themselves,
almost always by the larger public. My life partner is a
lawyer, and for years I have found myself, a bit incongruously, at lawyer parties. The casual chit-chat usually
follows a familiar rhythm:
Lawyer: What do you do?
Me: I teach kindergarten (or in another year-I teach in the juvenile detention center).
Lawyer (invariably moving on with a patronizing, pitying look): Oh. That must be interesting.

After a while I tired of the whole predictable
script, and developed what I thought was a snappier
response. The dialogue now went like this:
Lawyer: What do you do?
Me: I teach kindergarten. It's the most intellectually demanding thing I've ever done.
This always causes a head-snap as the lawyer
tries to reconcile three words: teach, kindergarten,
intellectual. But the effect is short-lived.
Lawyer (Recomposing the pitying look):
That must be very, very interesting.
Reaching for an even grander rejoinder, I try this:
Lawyer: What do you do?
Me: I teach kindergarten, the most intellectually
demanding thing I've ever done, and if you ever
are bored with making six figures and want to do
something useful, making a positive difference in
children's lives, you ought to think of a career
change. Join me.
I seldom get that far, rarely pique enough interest
for another round. The lawyer moves on, the world
turns, the words crash to the floor, and I am left feeling
a bit like Kamal: romantic, reprimanded, adrift in an
indifferent world with my pathetic little dreams of
teaching. But, like Kamal, I am not entirely wrong.
So, in what way is teaching intellectual work? How is
teaching an ethical enterprise?
A primary challenge to teachers is to see each
student as a three-dimensional creature-a person
much like themselves-with hopes, dreams, aspirations, skills, and capacities; with a body and a mind
and a heart and a spirit; with experience, history, a
past, a pathway, a future. This knotty, complicated
challenge requires patience, curiosity, wonder, awe,
humility. It demands sustained focus, intelligent
judgment, inquiry, and investigation. It requires wide
awakeness since every judgment is contingent, every
view partial, every conclusion tentative. The student is
dynamic, alive, in motion. Nothing is settled, once and
for all. No view is all views and no perspective every
perspective. The student grows and changes- yesterday's need is forgotten, today's claim is all encompassing and brand new. This, then, is an intellectual task of
serious and huge proportions.

As difficult as this challenge is, it is made tougher
and more intense because teachers typically work
in schools-institutions of hierarchy and power,
command and control, where the toxic habit of labeling
kids by their deficits is the common sense and the commonplace. The language of schools is a language of
labeling, reduction, a language lacking spark, dynamism,
imagination. TAG, LID, BID, EIVIH, FBT- whatever these
point to, even when glimpsing a chunk of reality, are
reduced and overdetermined in schools. The thinking
teacher needs to look beneath and beyond the labels.
Another basic challenge to teachers is to stay wide
awake to the world, to the concentric circles of context
in which we live and work. Teachers must know and care
about some aspect of our shared life-our calling, after
all, is to shepherd and enable the callings of others.
Teachers, then, invite students to become somehow
more capable, more thoughtful and powerful in their
choices, more engaged in a culture and a civilization.
How do we warrant that invitation? How do we understand this culture and civilization?
Teachers choose. They choose how to see the
world, what to embrace and what to reject, whether to
support or resist this or that directive. As teachers
choose, the ethical emerges. James Baldwin (1988) says:
The paradox of education is precisely
this-that as one begins to become conscious one begins to examine the society in
which he is being educated. The purpose of
education, finally, is to create in a person the
ability to look at the world for himself, to
make his own decisions, to say to himself
this is black or this is white, to decide for
himself whether there is a God in heaven or
not. To ask questions of the universe, and
then learn to live with those questions, is the
way he achieves his own identity. But no
society is really anxious to have that kind of
person around. What societies really, ideally,
want is a citizenry which will simply obey
the rules of society. If a society succeeds in
this, that society is about to perish. The obligation of anyone who thinks of himself as
responsible is to examine society and try to
change it and to fight it-at no matter what
risk. This is the only hope society has. This
is the only way societies change. (p. 4)

I

the challenge of small schools se le cted proceedings

113

Teachers are the midwives of hope or the purveyors of determinism and despair. Here, for example, are
two quite different teachers at work:
In Beloved (1987) Toni M orrison's searing novel
of slavery, freedom, and the complexities of a mother's
love, School teacher, a frightening character with no
other name, comes to Sweet Home with his efficient,
scientific interest in slaves and makes life unbearable for
the people there. School teacher is a disturbing, jarring
character for those of us who want to think of teachers
as caring and compassionate people. School teacher is
cold, sadistic, brutal. H e is all about control and management and maintaining the status quo. He and others
like him are significant props in an entire system of
dehumanization, oppression, exploitation. When the
young girl Denver wonders aloud if she might go to
school, to Oberlin College, a place that represents to her
the possibility of opening to a wider world, of moving
beyond what she has always known, Paul D., Sethe's link
to the past and hope in the present, thinks to himself
that there is nothing in the world more dangerous than
a white school teacher. Nothing.
Toward the end of Amir Maalouf's dazzling
Samarkand (1989), a historical novel of the life of Omar
Khayyam and the journey of the Rubaiyat, Howard
Baskerville, a British school teacher in the city ofTabriz
in old Persia at the time of the first democratic revolution, explains an incident in which he was observed
weeping in the marketplace: "Crying is not a recipe for
anything," he begins, "nor is it a skill. It is simply a
naked, naive and pathetic gesture" (p. 234). But, he goes
on, crying is nonetheless important. When the people
saw him crying they figured that he "had thrown off the
sovereign indifference of a foreigner," and at that
moment they could come to Baskerville "to tell me confidentially that crying serves no purpose and that Persia
does not need any extra mourners and that the best I
could do would be to provide the children of Tabriz
with an adequate education" (p. 234). "If they had not
seen me crying," Baskerville concludes, "they would
never have let me tell the pupils that this Shah was rotten and that the religious chiefs of Tabriz were hardly
any better" (p. 234).
Morrison and Maalouf show us that teaching
occurs in context, and that pedagogy and technique are
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not the wellsprings of moral choice. Teaching becomes
ethical practice when it is guided by an unshakable commitment to helping human beings reach the full measure of their humanity, and a willingness to reach toward
a future fit for all-a place of peace and justice.
In A Lesson Before Dying, Ernest Gaines (1993)
creates a riveting portrait of a teacher locked in a struggle with a resistant student, wrestling as well with his
own doubts and fears about himself as a teacher and a
person, and straining against the outrages of the segregated South. Grant Wiggins has returned with considerable ambivalence to teach in the plantation school of
his childhood. He feels trapped and longs to escape with
his love, another teacher named Vivian, to a place where
he might breathe more freely, grow more fully, achieve
something special. H e had told his elderly Tante Lou,
with whom he lives, "how much I hated this place and
all I wanted to do was get away. I had told her I was no
teacher, I hated teaching, and I was just running in place
here. But she had not heard me." (pp. 14-15).
The story begins in a courtroom with Tante Lou
and her lifelong friend, Miss Emma, sitting stoic and
still near the front. Emma's godson, Jefferson, was an
unwitting participant in a failed liquor store stick-uphis two companions and the store owner are dead and, as
the sole survivor, he is convicted of murder. The public
defender, pleading for Jefferson's life, plays to the allwhite jury with zeal:
Gentlemen of the jury, look at
this ... this ... this boy. I almost said man, but I
can't say man .. .I would call it a boy and a
fool. A fool is not aware of right and
wrong ...
Do you see a man sitting here? .... Look
at the shape of the skull, this face as flat as
the palm of my hand .. .look deeply into those
eyes. D o you see a modicum of intelligence?
....A cornered animal to strike quickly out of
fear, a trait inherited from his ancestors in
the deepest jungle of blackest Africa-yes,
yes, that he can do-but to plan? .... No, gentlemen, this skull here holds no plans ...A
thing to hold the handle of a plow, a thing to
load your bales of cotton ... That is what you
see here, but you do not see anything capable of planning a robbery or a murder. He
does not even know the size of his clothes or

his shoes ...M ention the names of Keats,
Byron, Scott, and see whether the eyes will
show one moment of recognition. Ask him
to describe a rose ... Gentlemen of the jury,
this man planned a robbery? Oh, pardon me,
pardon me, I surely did not mean to insult
your intelligence by saying 'man' ...
What justice would there be to take this life?
Justice gentlemen? Why I would just as soon put a
hog in the electric chair as this. (p. 78)
But it's no good. J efferson is sentenced to death.
He has only a few weeks, perhaps a couple of months, to
live. As devastating as the sentence is, it is that last plea
from the public defender-that comparison ofJefferson
to a hog--that cuts most deeply. "Called him a hog," says
Miss Emma (p. 12). And she turns to Grant Wiggins: "I
don't want them to kill no hog" (p. 12). She wants Grant
to visit Jefferson, to teach him.
Wiggins resists: "Yes, I'm the teacher," I said. ''And
I teach what the white folks around here tell me to
teach...They never told me how to keep a black boy out of
a liquor store" (p. 13). More than this, Wiggins is shaken
by the challenge and the context. He explains to Vivian:
"The public defender, trying to get him
off, called him a dumb animal," I told her.
"He said it would be like tying a hog down
into that chair and executing him-an animal that didn't know what any of it was all
about... Now his godmother wants me to
visit him and make him know-prove to
these white men-that he's not a hog, that
he's a man. I'm supposed to make him a
man. Who am I? God?
What do I say to him? Do I know how a
man is supposed to die? I'm still trying to
find out how a man should live. Am I supposed to tell someone how to die who has
never lived?
Suppose .. .! reached him and made him
realize that he was as much a man as any.
other man, then what? He's still going to
die ... so what will I have accomplished?
What will I have done? Why not let the hog
die without knowing anything? (p. 31)
Miss Emma and Tante Lou, along with their
preacher, insist that Grant join them in their visits to
Jefferson. I t is an alliance filled with pain and tension.
Grant has refused to go to church for years and, outspo-
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ken in his agnosticism, is looked upon by the elderly trio
as, in turn, the devil himself and Jefferson's best hope.
The sheriff doesn't want Grant visiting "Because I think
the only thing you can do is just aggravate him, trying to
put something in his head against his will. And I'd rather
see a contented hog go to that chair than an aggravated
hog" (p. 49). Grant is haunted by the memory of his own
former teacher, a bitter man: "You'll see that it'll take
more than five and a half months to wipe away---peelscrape away the blanket of ignorance that has been plastered and replastered over those brains in the past three
hundred years. You'll see" (p. 64). The former mentor's
message is that nothing a teacher in these circumstances
does can matter, can make a difference. Worse than that,
Jefferson himself is wracked with hopelessness; he is
uncooperative, resistant: "It don't matter- Nothing don't
matter" (p. 73) he says, as he refuses to eat unless his food
is put on the floor, like slops for a hog.
Grant begins by simply visiting Jefferson, being
there, speaking sometimes, but mostly just sitting in
silence. Witnessing. He brings Jefferson some small
things: peanuts and pecans from his students, a small radio,
a little notebook, and a pencil. He encourages Jefferson to
think of questions and write down his thoughts.
And sometimes he accompanies Miss Emma,
Tante Lou, and the reverend to the dayroom for visits.
There he walks with Jefferson and talks to him. This
monologue begins with Grant encouraging Jefferson to
be kind to his grandmother, to eat some of the gumbo
she has brought:
I could never be a hero. I teach, but I
don't like teaching. I teach because it is the
only thing that an educated black man can
do in the south today. I don't like it; I hate
it.. .I want to live for myself and for my
woman and for nobody else.
That is not a hero, a hero does for others .. .! am not that kind of person, but I want
you to be. You could give something to her, to
me, to those children in the quarter...The
white people out there are saying that you
don't have it-that you're a hog, not a man.
But I know they are wrong. You have the
potential. We all have, no matter who we are ...
I want to show them the difference
between what they think you are and what
you can be. To them, you're nothing but
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another nigger-no dignity, no heart, no
love for your people. You can prove them
wrong. You can do more than I can ever do.
I have always done what they wanted me to
do, teach reading, writing, and arithmetic.
Nothing else-nothing about loving and
caring. They never thought we were capable
of learning those things. "Teach these niggers how to print their names and how to
figure on their fingers." And I went along,
but hating myself all the time for doing so ...
White people believe that they're better
than anyone else on earth-and that's a
myth. The last thing they want is to see a
black man stand, and think, and show, that
common humanity that is in us all. It would
destroy their myth .... all we are, Jefferson, all
of us on this earth, [is just] a piece of drifting wood, until we-each of us, individually-decide to be something else. I am still
that piece of drifting wood ... but you can be
better. Because we need you to be and want
you to be.
He looked at me in great pain. He may
not h ave understood, but something was
touched, something deep down in him. (pp.
191- 193)
After Jefferson is electrocuted, a white deputy
sheriff drives out to bring the news to Grant:
"He was the strongest man in that crowded room,
Grant Wiggins," Paul said, staring at me and speaking
louder than was necessary. "He was, he was ... he looked
at the preacher and said, 'Tell Nannan I walked.' And
straight he walked, Grant Wiggins. Straight he
walked" ...
"You're one great teacher, Grant Wiggins,"'
he said.
"I'm not great. I'm not even a teacher."
"Why do you say that?"
"You have to believe to be a teacher."
"I saw the transformation, Grant Wiggins,"
Paul said.
"I didn't do it."
"Who, then?"
"Maybe he did it himself"
"He never could have done that. I saw the transformation. I'm a witness to that" (pp. 253-254).
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A Lesson Before Dying is a teacher's tale. While the
circumstances here are extreme, the interaction is familiar, recognizable. Every teacher appreciates the irony of
teaching what we ourselves neither fully know nor
understand. Each of us can remember other teachers
who counseled us not to teach, and each of us recognizes
the resistant student, the student who refuses to learn.
And we can each uncover moments of intense selfreflection, consciousness shifts, and personal growth
brought on by our attempts to teach.
Many teachers also know what it means to teach
against the grain. Against oppression, opposition, and
obstinacy. Against a history of evil. Against glib, common-sense assumptions. When the sheriff compares
education to agitation, and the teacher to an organizer
"trying to put something in his head against his will," one
is reminded of Frederick Douglass' master exploding in
anger when he discovers that his wife has taught the
young Douglass to read: "It will unfit him to be a slave."
One is reminded as well of the charge "outside agitator,"
hurled by the bosses at the union organizer, or by the college trustees at student radicals. When the sheriff grins at
Wiggins for giving Jefferson a journal, because a hog
can't write authentic thoughts or experience real human
feelings, we are in a familiar space. And when Jefferson
writes in the journal, "I cry cause you been so good to me
Mr. Wiggin and nobody ain't never been that good to me
an make me think I'm somebody" (p. 232), we recognize
something close-in about teaching, too.
Education, of course, lives an excruciating paradox, as Baldwin argued, precisely because of its association with and location in schools. Education is about
opening doors, opening minds, opening possibilities.
School is about sorting and punishing, grading and
ranking, and certifying. Education is unconditional-it
asks nothing in return. School demands obedience and
conformity as a precondition to attendance. Education is
surprising and unruly and disorderly, while the first and
fundamental law of school is to follow orders. Education
frees the mind, while schooling bureaucratizes the brain.
An educator unleashes the unpredictable, while too
many school teachers start with an unhealthy obsession
with classroom management and linear lesson plans.
Working in schools-where the fundamental
truths and demands and possibilities of teaching are

obscure and diminished and opaque, and where the powerful ethical core of our efforts is systematically defaced
and erased-requires a reengagement with the larger purposes of teaching. When the drumbeat of our daily lives is
all about controlling the crowd, managing and moving the
mob, conveying disembodied bits of information to inert
things propped at desks before us, the need to fight for
ourselves and our students becomes an imperative.
Central to that fight is the understanding that there is no
basis for education in a democracy outside of a faith in the
enduring capacity for growth in ordinary people and a
faith that ordinary people-unpredictable, unmanageable,
unlikely to fit into any neatly prescribed slots in our
increasingly bureaucratized and regimented society-can,
if they choose, change the world.
The complexity of the teacher's task is based on
its idiosyncratic and improvisational character-as inexact as a person's mind or a human heart, as unique and
inventive as a friendship or a love affair, as explosive and
unpredictable as a revolution. The teacher's work is
about background, environment, setting, surround, position, situation, connection. Teaching, at its center, is
about relationship with the person, with the world.
Seeing the student, seeing the world-this is the
beginning: To assume a deep capacity in students, an
intelligence (sometimes obscure, sometimes buried) as
well as a wide range of hopes, dreams, and aspirations; to
acknowledge, as well, obstacles to understand and overcome, deficiencies to repair, injustices to correct. With
this as a base, the teacher creates an environment for
learning that has multiple entry points for learning and
multiple pathways to success. That environment must be
abundant with opportunities to practice justice; to display, foster, embody, expect, demand, nurture, allow,
model, and enact inquiry toward moral action. A classroom organized in this way follows a particular rhythm:
questions focus on issues or problems (What do we need
or want to know? Why is it important? How will we find
out?), and on action (Given what we know now, what are
we going to do?).
In a time when the universe of political discourse
is receding, disappearing, teachers need to wonder how
to continue to speak the unbearable. How can the
unspoken be heard? How does self-censorship perpetuate the silence? The tension between aspiration and pos-

sibility is acute. The question of what is to be done is a
daily challenge.
Perhaps here is where we must engage the question of small schools and the struggle to rescue education from its entanglements and burdens. Too many
schools are structured in a way that renders students
opaque and reduces teachers to clerks or assembly-line
workers. Teaching, as I've discussed it here, seems a
romantic dream, an idle vision. The business metaphor
and the factory model have captured much of the public
space; we are bombarded with images of "clients" and
"products" and "goods and services" and "efficiency'' and
"the bottom line." Teaching is dangerously diminished
in this model-the ethical and intellectual dimensions
are destroyed in pursuit of something sleek and gleaming and modern. But the business metaphor and the factory model are proven mistakes based on false promises.
In reality, big factory-like high schools have failed even
in their own terms-dropout rates, suicides, instances of
violence are all higher in big schools. By contrast, small
schools hold on to kids longer and have significantly
higher rates of success. Why is this so?
When asked, drop-out students tell us again and
again that the main reason they left school is that no one
cared if they stayed. An easy response from school ~
ple is, again, "Oh, those damn parents." But the kids said
"no one," and no one includes us. In fact, the structure of
most schools makes it terribly difficult to let most students know whether we care if they stay. It's hard even to
know their names if they stride past us in fifty-minute
blurs, thirty kids to a class, 150 kids a day. The kids
become the crowd, the herd, and much of our teaching
bends toward a single goal: to manage the mob. Or so
the drop outs tell us. And what of those who stay? For
many it is different (but nonetheless serious) forms of
disconnection, alienation, hopelessness, despair.
Small schools is a restructuring strategy aimed
pointedly at this disconnection. Small schools is a countermetaphor. It is a metaphor, first, for students at the
center of the educational enterprise. In small schools
every student is known well by some caring adults, and
every student has a sense of belonging to a community
of learners. There is a sense of identity, of visibility, of
significance. The message to children and youth is clear:
you are a valuable and valued person here, and without
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you the enterprise would flounder and fail.
Small schools is, as well, a metaphor for teaching
as intellectual and ethical work, and for teachers at the
center of classroom practice. Teachers, then, are collectively responsible for the content and the conduct of
their work- for curriculum, pedagogy, assessment-and, more, for the school lives of a specific group of students. Teachers are not mindless bureaucrats, soul-less
clerks, obedient and conforming quislings. They are,
rather, people of courage and initiative, inventors and
creators, thinkers and doers. And they are accountable to
the community for their actions and their outcomes.
Small schools, finally, is a metaphor for parents
and communities as the center of the school's life.
Parents are not annoying outsiders to be tolerated, or
phony "partners" in a patronizing nod toward fairness. In
small schools, parents are a gift and an asset, and often
decisionmakers regarding broad policy and direction.
All of this is to argue that we should resist reducing the small schools movement to a definitional conceit, an administrative convenience, or an organizational
scheme. There is the danger that we will become complacent, satisfied with an anemic version of what could
be. There is a danger as well that through overuse and
misuse our language will undermine our larger purposes,
will become cliched and ridiculous. Let's fight for the
fullness of our vision.
The question of whether a good urban school can
be built has been answered all over the country with a
resounding "yes."The questions facing us today are more
daunting: Can a system of successful schools be built
that are accessible to all children? Can big, failing urban
schools be transformed into vital sites of decency and
learning with today's teachers and children and families?
This is what our work is about.
Lucy Sprague Mitchell argued that her work in
small independent schools was an effort to study, experiment, and refine practice while showing the world a
model of what could be: But the test always was in the
larger public space where millions of children experience
the schools.
Poets, it seems to me, are teachers, too. They
remind us of the teacher's task, the teacher's obligations.
Walt Whitman's advice to poets is relevant to us:
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This is what you shall do:
Love the earth and sun and the animals,
despise riches, give alms to everyone that
asks, stand up for the stupid and crazy,
devote your income and labor to others, hate
tyrants, argue not concerning God, have
patience and indulgence toward the people,
take off your hat to nothing known or
unknown or to any man or number of men,
go freely with powerful uneducated persons
and with the young and with the mothers of
families, reexamine all you have been told at
school or church or in any book, dismiss
whatever insults your own soul.
Pablo Neruda's "The Poet's Obligation" describes
the moral imperative for teachers as well:
To whoever is not listening to the sea
this Friday morning, to whoever is cooped up
in house or office, factory.
or street or mine or dry prison cell,
to him I come, and without speaking
or looking
I arrive and open the door of his prison,
and a vibration starts up, vague and insistent,
a long rumble of thunder adds itself
to the weight of the planet and the foam,
the star vibrates quickly in its corona
and the sea beats, dies, and goes on beating.
So, drawn on by my destiny,
I ceaselessly must listen to and keep
the sea's lamenting in my consciousness,
I must feel the crash of the hard water
and gather it up in a perpetual cup
so that, wherever those in prison may be,
wherever they suffer the sentence of the
autumn,
I may be present with an errant wave.
I move in and out of windows,
and hearing me, eyes may lift themselves,
asking "How can I reach the sea?"
And I will pass to them, saying nothing,
the starry echoes of the wave,
a breaking up of foam and quicksand,
a resulting of salt withdrawing itself,
the gray cry of sea birds on the coast.
So, through me, freedom and the sea
will call in answer to the shrouded heart.

In our own time Adrienne Rich (1979) reminds us
of the choices we--poets, teachers, all of us-must make.

She described three prototypes of modern, middle-class
city dwellers. One she calls the "paranoiac"-to arm
yourself with mace and triple-lock doors, to never look
another citizen in the eye, to live out a vision of the cityas-mugger, dangerous, depraved, and unpredictable with,
she notes, "the active collaboration of reality" (p. 54).
The second choice she calls the "solipsistic," to
create, if you are able, a small fantasy island "where the
streets are kept clean and the pushers and nodders invisible" (p. 54), to travel by taxi to dinner or the theater, and
to "deplore the state of the rest of the city"- filled with
pollution and violence and foreigners-"but remain
essentially aloof from its causes and effects" (p. 54).
These two prototypes are painfully familiareach of us has experiences with a paranoid neighbor or
colleague, someone filled with suspicion and alarm.
Many of us have even felt the perverse, attractive pull of
that particular stance. Each of us has experienced, as
well, those self-absorbed urbanites, the ones with the
breezy air and the uncomplicated view of city life-"I
love Chicago," they say, without a hint of irony or paradox as they rush from cab to health club to carryout.
Theirs is a comfortable and convenient assumption: my
small, personal, privileged experience is the equivalent of
the entire human experience.
Adrienne Rich posits a third possibility, an alternative to these ultimately destructive, delusional choices,
something she herself struggles to name-"a relationship with the city which I can only begin by calling love"
(p. 54). This is neither a romantic nor a blind love, but
rather a love mixed "with horror and anger... more edged,
more costly, more charged with knowledge... Love as
one knows it sometimes with a person with whom one is
locked in a struggle, energy draining but also energy
replenishing, as when one is fighting for life, in oneself
or someone else. Here was this damaged, self-destructive

organism preying and preyed upon. The streets were rich
with human possibility and vicious with human denial"
(p. 54).
In order to live fully in the city, Rich concluded,
she must above all ally herself with human possibilities;
she must not run from, but seek out the webs of connection, weave them thicker and stronger and tighter. She
would embrace the unmapped, the complex, the imaginable. This may be helpful for those of us who believe in
a future for the city and for children and for schools. Can
we develop relationships that we might begin by calling
love? Can we develop that love-energy draining and
energy replenishing-in a struggle for human possibility, for life itself? Can we imagine a world that could be
otherwise?
Teaching as an ethical enterprise goes beyond presenting what already is; it is teaching toward what ought
to be. It is walking with the mothers of children, carrying
the sound of the sea, exploring the outer dimensions of
love. It is more than moral structures and guidelines; it
includes an exposure to and understanding of material
realities-advantages and disadvantages, privileges and
oppressions-as well. Teaching of this kind might stir
people to come together as vivid, thoughtful, and, yes,
outraged. Students and teachers, then, might find ou to a
second chance, another round, perhaps a different conclusion. The teacher posits possibility, openness, and
alternative; the teacher points to what could be, but is not
yet. The teacher beckons you to change your path, and so
the teacher's basic rule is to reach. To teach consciously
for justice and ethical action is teaching that arouses students, engages them in a quest to identify obstacles to
their full humanity and the life chances of others, to their
freedom, and then to drive, to move against those obstacles. And so the fundamental message of the teacher for
ethical action is: You must change the world.
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Commentary
Small Schools Conference
Bank Street College, March 6, 1998

INTRODUCTION OF PANELISTS
I'm very grateful to Bill for beginning this conference with a reminder
of those first principles which are, in fact, the reason that most of the people in this auditorium are willing to engage in the desperate struggle to create small schools, willing to
undergo the long, hard labor, and take on the bureaucratic resistance and economic challenges so they can create environments that encourage the kind of teaching and learning
that Bill is talking about.
Joe Nathan is the director of the Center for School Change at the University of
Minnesota. In 1971, Joe helped start and worked for seven years at a K-12, 500-student,
public alternative school. Recently, the school entered its 27th year. His books will give you
an idea of the range and development of his interests. First was Free to Teach: Achieving
Equity and Excellence in Schools; then Micro Myths: Exploring the Limits of Learning with
Computers; in 1989 he edited Public Schools by Choice and, most recently, Charter Schools:
Creating Hope and Opportunity for American Education. Joe has testified before Congress
and numerous state legislatures on charter and choice issues. He has been a local PTA
president, and served on site councils at the inner city public schools his children attended.
Allan Collins is principal scientist at BBN Learning Systems and Technologies, and
professor of education and social policy at Northwestern University. He is best known in
psychology for his work on semantic memory and mental models; in artificial intelligence
for his work on plausible reasoning and intelligent tutoring systems; and in education for
his work on inquiry teaching, cognitive apprenticeship, situated learning, epistemic games,
and systemic validity of educational assessment. From 1991 to 1994, Allan was codirector
of the Center for Technology in Education, an OERl-funded project housed in Bank Street's
Center for Children and Technolgy.
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Myles Gordon is Vice President for Education at the American Museum of Natural
History. Previous positions include Senior Vice President of the Education Development
Center and Director of the Center for Learning, Teaching and Technology Incorporated. For
more than twenty-five years, Myles has been involved in the design and development of
innovative educational programs for a wide range of audiences, and is particularly interested
in encouraging schools to develop partnerships with museums, including a number of recently developed small schools with that as their central theme.
Lucy Matos is the founding principal of the Ella Baker School, one of the small schools
in the Julia Richman complex in New York City and, I think, the only elementary school in
the alternative high school division. Formerly, Lucy was a teacher at Central Park East I and
II, and then director of Central Park East I. The Ella Baker School opened in September of
1996 and now goes through the third grade, with plans to expand through the eighth grade.
Lucy can tell you more about that. She is integrally involved with the development of smal l
schools in the city. We are also proud to claim her as a graduate of Bank Street.
Pat Wasley is, I am proud to say, our Dean. Prior to coming to Bank Street, she was
the senior researcher for school change at the Coalition of Essential Schools and the
Annenberg Institute for School Reform. Pat's books include Teachers Who Lead, Stirring the
Chalk Dust and, most recently, the coauthored Kids and School Reform, which investigates
the relationship between school change and students' academic experiences.
So under the rubric of "the challenge of small schools, democratic schooling and
student learning and assessment," we've assembled people to look at it from a number
of different perspectives.
GIL SCHMERLER
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JOE NATHAN - CHARTER SCHOOLS

i. A friend of mine who is a child psychologist told me about twenty-five years ago, when
we both had graduated with degrees that, after
hundreds of hours of research, after attending many
lectures, after reading many fine books, she had
developed three really strong theories of child development. She was really convinced, as a recent graduate
can be, of these three theories of child development.
Then we didn't see each other for a number of years.
Recently, she returned to the Minneapolis-St. Paul
area where I live. W e had lunch together. She told me
that she and her husband now have three children and
she has no theories of child development. I'm not
going to spend a lot of time on theories; I'm going to
try to share a few observations and think with you
about three challenges.
I want to talk a little bit about three challenges
that small schools, including charter public schools, face:
internal, external, and moral. I begin by saying, and some
of you have heard this part, that I was involved
in the Southern civil rights movement when I was
a teenager. As Dick Gregory put it, I spent a year in
Mississippi one night, and I learned an enormous
amount from people like Fanny Lou Hamer, who is well
known, I hope. Earlier today, I met with a group of
graduate students from another institution not too far
away, and I asked them "Who is Fanny Lou Hamer?"
and none of them knew who she was. This struck me as
an enormous tragedy. Fanny Lou Hamer was a marvelous and heroic person who fought vigorously for civil
rights for all of us, but especially for low- and moderateincome people in the South in the sixties. One of the
marvelous insights that H amer had was that she "was
sick and tired of being sick and tired." T hat's why she
did what she did. And she was literally beaten for it and
almost died, but she continued her work. Many of us in
this room have started innovative small schools, different kinds of schools, because we were sick and tired of
being sick and tired. And we were right. We started
these schools because we felt the kinds of things we
were doing made little or no sense and that there was
another way to do things, and so we tried and are trying
to do these things.
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Let me talk briefly about some internal challenges
that we face, some external challenges, and some moral
challenges. Many of the schools that started in the late
sixties and early seventies are gone. And these schools
died, not only because of the big, bad bureaucratic system, but they died for several internal reasons. They
closed, for example, because (1) they weren't clear about
what they were trying to accomplish; (z) they didn't
assess whether they were in fact making any progress;
and (3) the families became very leery of whether anything much good was happening in them.
One of the challenges, it seems to me, for all
our schools, charter or otherwise, is to say, "Are we
clear about wh at it is that we are trying to accomplish?
Can the person in the Columbia Bagel Shop, which
I visited this morning, understand what it is we are
talking about? Are we assessing and are we reporting
and are we, in fact, making progress?" Those are internal challenges.
And Bill talked eloquently, as always, about democratic schooling and about helping youngsters to make
a difference. In 1970 I was a part of a group of peoplethe American Indian Movement, Morasa, NAACP, Urban
Coalition, and a variety of other groups. An important
outgrowth of my social activities was to help start a K -12
public option school, which opened in 1971 for 500 students in St. Paul, Minnesota. It is still there today, and is
in it's twenty-seventh year. The school has remained an
option [a school of choice]. It has remained a school that
opens the year with a family-student-teacher conference
in which the first question to the young person is: "What
did you do this summer that was really interesting and
fun," and the second question is: "What are one or two
things that you would like to learn, whether you are five
or eight or seventeen?" It's a school that has always
believed in a building; no matter how well it's furnished,
no matter how many computers are there or how much
technology it has, it's only a headquarters. It's a school
that believes seriously in school-site management. And
so, for example, in 1971, the people decided to trade in the
assistant principal position for a van so that we might
travel throughout North America. I hope that doesn't
offend too many assistant principals in the room, of
which I have been one. T he school in which I worked
had classes where, for example, the kids went up against

three large companies that were smelling up the air. In
over a four-year period we were successful in getting
changes, so that the neighborhood no longer stunk. We
had kids who solved consumer problems that adults
referred to us. In other words, we believe strongly in the
importance of young people learning academic skills,
reading, writing, and math in the context oflearning how
to make a better world now.
I think that that's really critical and I've visited a
lot of small schools where that isn't happening. And if
we are serious, not only about small schools, but about
democratic schools, and we are serious about preparing
young people to help make a better world, then it seems
to me that we have to make that a part of our efforts. It's
not difficult to do. There is a resource list being distributed. It includes a marvelous book, The Kids' Guide to
Social Action, by Barbara Lewis (Free Spirit Press). It
describes wonderful projects where kids can challenge,
study, confront, and change the way the world is right
now, and it seems to me that that ought to be a part of
our learning and that's an internal part of it.
Frankly, it's often not something that's taught in
colleges of education. I don't know nearly enough about
Bank Street, but I would ask how often people in this
and other graduate schools are learning how to organize
leari:ing so that young people actually get a chance to
analyze the injustice, to analyze the problem and to do
something about it as a part of their course work. It
seems to me that it ought to be, it can be, it should be.
That's a challenge. It's an opportunity, and it's also a
challenge.
At the school at which I worked, and at some
innovative public schools, graduation has been based on
demonstration of skills and knowledge. Some think that
this goes back to Ted Sizer in Horace's Compromise. I
have great admiration for Ted Sizer, but actually it goes
back a decade, at least, before that. Here are graduation
packets of young people at the St. Paul Open School
since the early seventies, who had to demonstrate skills
and knowledge before they graduated. Are we serious?
Are we serious about ensuring that young people will
have the kinds of skills and knowledge that we want
them to have before they graduate? I think that's a really critical question.

I just want to say two other quick things about
internal challenges. One is the whole question of fighting fair. I have seen a number of terrific schools that have
died because there was not an internal agreement and an
internal practice of making sure that people fought fair
with each other. There will be disagreements; there will
be intense disagreements, philosophical disagreements,
instructional disagreements. Is there a prior agreement
about how to fight fair? Otherwise, what will happen is
that the school will splinter into little groups: "Did you
hear what she said?" "Did you hear what they said?" "I
hear that they said, that you said, that we said." This is
not just a game that youngsters play, that "he said, she
said, you said, they said" game, which will be very familiar to lots of folks. Unfortunately, we as adults often play
it and it is a good way to kill a school.
The second big problem is making a prime virtue
out of shared decision-making. I believe that the fundamental purpose of schools is not to give adults a chance to
go to a lot of decision making meetings. The fundamental purpose of schools is to help young people learn and
develop and to see how they can make a place for themselves and make a better world. I have no problem with
shared decision making so long as it is in a context of
being clear about the central purposes of the school. I
have seen wonderful schools die because the people
became so exhausted by going to endless meetings.
We also need to talk about external challenges.
Sometimes outside groups place strong, inappropriate,
questionable demands on schools. Some of you know
that I spent much of the last two years in a battle that I
never would have envisioned, and that's the battle with
the National Collegiate Athletic Association. The
NCAA, having not enough to do to run college university sports in the United States, has decided to write to
every high school in the United States and say, we want
a list of your courses and we will tell you what courses
are or are not acceptable. It doesn't matter what a youngster's GPA or test scores are or whatever she has done;
it doesn't matter if a young woman from Duluth,
Minnesota is a National M erit Scholar, which she is.
The NCAA has not allowed her to play college sports
because they rejected a couple of her classes. It doesn't
matter that a young man from Minnesota is a

the challenge of small schools

I se l~cted proceedi ngs 123

Valedictorian, that he's been accepted to the Air Force
Academy; they wouldn't let him play football because
they rejected one third of his required tenth grade
English class, and on and on and on.
The NCAA came out this week with a book that
tells the standards for American high school social studies. You are not allowed to have a class that has more
than 25% of its time devoted to humanities or current
issues. You are not allowed to have a social studies class
in which more than 25% of the time is devoted to community service. And independent study is completely
unacceptable. Now, this sounds absurd to some. It is the
truth, and the NCAA is going about its business of trying to impose these standards. I would urge you, if you
are interested in this, to call your state attorney general
on Monday, and say there is going to be a meeting on
Wednesday through Friday of attorneys general of the
United States, who are going to talk about a working
group on this subject. There is not enough time here to
get into this in depth, but this is a challenge to innovative schools. It is a challenge to educators who are serious about educating kids. The NCAA is imposing strange
standards on high schools.
The good news is that an enormous national
coalition is battling this, from left to right, from
Jonathan Kozol to Jeannie Allen. That's quite a range,
from Jonathan Kozol and Ted Sizer to Jeannie Allen. We
are making progress. After two years, the NCAA actually
agreed to talk to high school teachers, and they have
agreed to talk to parents; two years ago they refused. Two
years ago they demanded that every high school send in
a list of courses, and they wanted you to fill out a twenty-question questionnaire about every one of your new
courses in English, social studies, math, and science.
They are no longer demanding that.
Finally, I want to talk a little bit about the moral
challenge. One of the things that I often see in school
reform is the holier than thou, I'm better than you, I'm
purer than you attitude. It seems to me that if we are
serious about making broad changes for many, many
youngsters, we have to develop alliances. I was trained by
Saul Alinsky, who was a notorious sexist, among other
things. Nevertheless, Alinsky wrote marvelous things
and he was a very skillful community organizer. He did
incredible things with community organizing. He wrote
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a marvelous book that some of you are familiar with:
Rules far Radicals. He talked about the importance of
building alliances, and that leads me to the whole charter movement.
Some people have questioned whether the charter movement is going to destroy the public education
system. As some of you know, Rosa Parks recently
applied to start a charter in D etroit. It's interesting to me
that many people in Boston now have the opportunity to
create pilot schools, which the unic,n suggested. But the
pilot school idea was rejected by the school system when
first proposed. Now, people have the opportunity to create charters. Why? The state charter law allows folks to
apply directly to the state for a charter in Massachusetts.
The Boston school system reversed its opposition to
pilot schools when eighteen of the first sixty-four charter proposals came from the city of Boston.
In our community, thousands of kids are being
educated in charter schools. Many of them were kicked
out of large traditional schools, but it would be nice if the
St. Paul school system created lots of innovative small
options. Yet the K-12 school that I mentioned has had
eleven different principals in its twenty-seven years, two
of whom were very clear that they intensely disagreed
with the philosophy of the school. If one talks to school
reform heroes like Alan Dichter from New York, Gordon
Bruno from Connecticut, and others throughout this
room, I think you will hear stories about progress. But I
think you will also hear stories of interference.
The charter movement is essentially about saying
to teachers: "We will give you a chance to create your
dreams and your visions if you are willing to be accountable for the results." Are there mistakes being made?
Absolutely. Are there some silly things going on? Yes.
Are there some bad things going on? Yes. But the charter movement is essentially about the opportunity to
dream and the opportunity to carry that out.
Bill suggested a few minutes ago that we have
turned the corner, that the nation has put to bed the
notion that not all kids can learn. I respectfully disagree.
Indeed, fifteen minutes from this room, two years ago,
the nation's prestigious American Educational Research
Association gave its highest award to David Berliner,
who insists that public education is doing a fabulous job,
the best job it can with the money it has. And David

Berliner recently wrote to me that "school reform is a
con-job." There is a huge group of people in the United
States who insists that the schools are doing the best job
they possibly can with those children-we know who those
children are, children of color, inner-city kids, rural kids
from low-income families-and I respectfully disagree. I
think it's marvelous that a book, a few years ago, proposing vouchers as the panacea, has been challenged in
all kinds of magazines. I think that's marvelous. There
are no panaceas.
But I wonder why there has been so little challenge
to Bruce Fuller, formerly at Harvard, and now at the
University of California, who said that, despite the fact
that you had public school choice in this town for more
than twenty-five years, school choice was young and
modest and very little was known about it. That's crap too.
There are other examples of lies that are being
told; there are other examples of distortions. There is a
huge industry that is devoted to the proposition that
public schools are doing the best job they possibly can.
I do not agree with the voucher approach, but I
also don't agree with allowing schools to use admissions
tests to select students. More than half of the nation's
secondary magnet schools do just that. Recently, I was in
New York at a conference about democratic schooling,
right across the street from the prestigious magnet
school, Stuyvesant High School-we know who gets
into those schools. [Stuyvesant is a highly competitive
elite public high school in New York City.] So we need
to talk about the moral challenges and we need to stand
up and question when people say that the schools are
doing the best job they possibly can. It's a dangerous situation, because the reality is that there are lots of people
out to destroy public schools. But I believe that the best
way to preserve public schools is to have public schools
where educators, parents, and community members really have a chance to create what makes sense and be
accountable for results.
I want to close with two things. First, the charge
that new options threaten public education. People who
push for reform constantly hear that they are threatening the status quo. As perhaps is clear, I have been
inspired by my involvement in the Southern Civil Rights
movement. Recently, I met with a group of educators in
Georgia and they took me to Auburn Street, a place I

hope many of you have been, which was one of the centers of the Southern Civil Rights Movement. There is a
marvelous monument of Dr. King there. I saw this quotation from Dr. King, which I had not read before:
"Every society has its protectors of the status quo, the
public education has its protectors of the status quo, and
its fraternities of the indifferent who are notorious for
sleeping through revolutions. But our very independence, our very survival, depends on our ability to stay
awake, to adjust to new ideas." And he went on to say:
"If we do not act, we shall be dragged down the long,
dark and shameful corridor of time reserved for those
who possess power without compassion, might without
morality and strength without sight."
When we created the St. Paul Open School in
1971, we were told it was going to destroy public education; we were told it was going to be elitist, despite the
fact that it was far more racially and economically
diverse than most schools in St. Paul.
Many people who have created charters have been
told the same thing, despite the fact that in many states
these schools are serving far more racially and economically diverse groups of youngsters than the system as a
whole. Well, when we are told these things, I think we
need to listen carefully. I think we need to act carefully.
Second, we need to acknowledge that we can
have a big impact on young people. I worked at the
school for seven years. I remember a young man named
David who had been kicked out of a large, traditional
school because he wore a hat. And David was told that
he would have to go someplace else, and he chose our
school. He became involved in this project where kids
learned to solve consumer problems, and he was very
good at it. He was a little violent. His solution to solving
one problem that he had with an insurance agency was
to write it down, put it around a brick, and throw it
through the window. We had other ways of dealing with
that. David learned to use his rage. David learned he
could make a difference in the world by being skillful
and crafty and slick, which he was-lots of slick-and
David learned he could make a difference.
A journalist came into our class and the kids
learned how to contact journalists. The kids called the
journalist and said, "We're doing an interesting thing,
can you come and look?" Journalists don't always do that,
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but sometimes they will. David was one of the young
people interviewed and he had his picture in the paper.
He came to me a couple of months later and said, "You
know,Joe, I often thought I might have my name in the
newspaper. I thought I might even have my picture in
the newspaper, but I never thought it would be for
something good."
We know we can make a lot more of a difference in
the lives ofyoung people, and that's why we are here today,
that's our opportunity, that's our challenge. Thank you.

ALLAN COLLINS - PASSION SCHOOLS
hen Herb Ro se nfeld [conferenc e coplanner] asked me to talk, I wasn't sure what I
would talk about, since I'm an academic type.
Then I realized I could talk about a design for a school
that Roger Schank and I and our student, Diana Joseph,
at Northwestern have been developins. I like to call it a
"passion school." It involves a kind of radical restructuring of schooling, and it's what I'm most passionate
about these days. The idea is that students would be put
into a curriculum based on what most interests them
rather than what grade they are in. Diana has been
developing this notion with a passion curriculum based
on making videos with fourth to sixth graders in an
inner-city Chicago school, both in in-class and afterschool settings.
So let me outline briefly the notion of a passion
school and we can talk more later if people want to. The
idea is that when kids start out, they go into a curriculum on a topic that they care about. Some kids might
really care about pets, some might care about dinosaurs,
some might care about family, some might care about
vehicles. Ideally, they would stay with this curriculum for
a year or two, gaining expertise. If they really want to
change, they can negotiate with their parents and their
teachers to go into another curriculum. Basically, this
takes Dewey's notion that you can teach the knowledge
and skills and dispositions that are important for kids to
learn and embed them in the particular passion curriculum that kids are in. So if you are studying dinosaurs,
that might take you into biology and science and history. In mathematics, you might calculate how much they
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ate or their size. It would take you into geography to
learn where we find dinosaurs' bones. I t takes you into
language and communication skills and art. So the
notion is that all of the things that we care about kids
learning can be embedded in a particular subject area.
The notion is that when they get to age eleven or
twelve they move toward occupation-oriented curriculum. To give you some idea, we envisioned maybe seven
of these occupation-oriented curricula: (1) around technology, which would lead to engineering, technical
skills, and computers and design; (2) around biology or
bio-medicine, which takes you into medicine and agriculture and bio-engineering and gardening and environmental studies; (J) around physical sciences that take you
into chemistry, pharmaceuticals, geology, mining, engineering, physics, chemistry, and oceanography.; (4)
around economics that takes you into business, finance,
retail, banking, manufacturing, marketing, and distribution; (5) around government that takes you into law,
criminal justice, police, fire, social service, military; (6)
around the arts that takes you into music, video, dance,
theater, art, architecture, design, interior decoration; and
(7) around people, which takes you into social services
and personnel management, psychology, counseling,
teaching, sociology.
Diana has been working, as I said, in the context
of a video curriculum, which would be part of an arts
curriculum. With the occupation-oriented curricula,
kids might do two at a time or they might do just one.
We envision three kinds of activities: The first is working with technologies. At Northwestern, we have been
developing goal-based scenarios, where kids engage in
tasks that are computer-based. One puts kids in the context of advising couples about sickle-cell anemia. The
kids working with this program can conduct tests and
get advice from scientists, but their job is to decide
whether a couple that comes to them is likely to have
kids that would have sickle-cell anemia based on blood
tests that they conduct. This is a genetic disease, so they
are beginning to learn a bit of genetics in order to deal
with this real-world problem. Several different couples
come to them, so they begin to see some of the different
patterns. Another computer-based scenario has to do
with being a new hire for the Environment Protection
Agency working in a town where there is a controversy

over the water supply. In this particular scenario, they
have to decide how to handle the contentions in the
community about how to deal with this particular problem. These are just a few examples of the kinds of technologies that we think might fit into a curriculum.
A second kind of activity is developing things for
the school community. For example. in the dinosaur curriculum, the kids might put together a dinosaur museum. In Diana's case, they are making a video on immigration so that kids are going out and interviewing people in the community.
The third kind of activity is what Joe talks about.
It is working to solve problems in the community like
measuring the water quality in the drinking supply or
the rivers. The list he offered is the kind of activities that
we are talking about there.
I see all this as a way to embody "cognitive apprenticeship," which John Sealy Brown and I have been advocating for a number of years as a way to organize education. The way Diana has done it, is when a novice comes
into the curriculum, a new-by, they would make a video
about themselves and their interests with one of the older
kids acting as a mentor. After they have done that project,
they begin to work as an apprentice on a number of different aspects of making videos. They might work on
making scripts, on the camera work, doing the budgets,
doing interviews, doing some acting perhaps, making sets.
So, basically, there are many different kinds of jobs in this
world and they would have to learn how to do all of them.
Then, after going through the apprenticeship phase,
which would last quite a while, they would move on to
being a mentor for younger kids coming in; that is, working with kids making a video about themselves. After having done their mentorship, they would move on to being
a project leader. They might be in charge of some subarea
like script writing or producing the video. After all that,
they then might be project director for the whole thing.
So they are building up expertise through this kind of
cognitive apprenticeship.
We have taken the merit badge notion from
scouting; Diana has been developing certificates to
demonstrate their capabilities, for example, at script
writing, camera, and budgeting. Basically, the notion is
that you get a merit badge or a certificate for each of the
critical areas. When you have got enough, then you

could become a mentor. There is a heavy emphasis in
this whole approach on interweaving. In schools, we try
to teach competencies, that is, knowledge and dispositions, disembodied from real tasks in the world. What I
argue for is what I call interweaving, which is going back
and forth between a focus on doing authentic tasks and
a focus on learning these competencies. So you want the
competencies to serve the purpose of accomplishing
tasks.
This kind of design for school embodies what I
think are really important educational principles; that is,
that kids are doing authentic tasks and are being assessed
in an authentic way, relevant to their ability to accomplish them. There is a dual focus on both tasks and competencies. There's an emphasis on peer teaching and
mentoring--that's the cognitive apprenticeship notion.
There's an emphasis on intrinsic motivation-kids doing
things that they really care about accomplishing. And
there is the notion of what I call the learning cycle of
planning, doing, and reflecting on your learning, which I
think is really critical to learning; it involves planning
what you are going to do, doing it, and then reflecting on
what happened.
In conclusion, I want to say my dream is that our
student Diana Joseph, as she finishes her thesis work
developing a passion curriculum, will go with one of the
great principals here and spend several years learning
how to run a school, and then she will go out and start a
passion school.

MYLES GORDON - MUSEUMS AND
SMALL SCHOOLS

,
I

like Allan, fel t a bit like a fish out of water
when Herb Rosenfeld [conference coplanner] asked
me to speak at this conference. I'm a great fan of small
schools, but I've never run one, and I am certainly not
associated with an institution that by any means is small.
The American Museum of Natural History is 128 years
old; it has a staff of a thousand; it has 3.5 million visitors
every year; it has 32 million artifacts and specimens; and
it has r.r million square feet of exhibition space.
The Museum does, in fact, have intensive relationships with a number of small schools. We have a

th e challenge of sma ll schoo ls

I selected proceed ings

127

five-year-old relationship with the Museum Science
School at M.S.44. For more than a decade, the Dalton
School. has underwritten a portion of a staff salary to
work with classes and teachers from the school. We are
partners in the New York City Museum School
(NYCMS), and we have a new and growing relationship
with the El Puente Academy for Peace and Justice.
With M.S.44 on 77th Street, a school in the Museum's
backyard, we have a full-time staff person devoted to
the school, and a good chunk of the school's science and
social studies is taught on site in the Museum's classrooms and exhibition halls. For the NYCMS, the model is
different. While we have a dedicated staff member, the
teaching on site is built around 8-week modules such as
the Rainforest, Fossils, and Cladistics, and we are but
one of several museum partners with module teaching
responsibility (along with the Brooklyn Museum, the
Jewish Museum, and the Children's Museum of
Manhattan). The relationship with El Puente is a recent
one, and I would characterize it as more of an infusion
model rather than one focused on the delivery of
instruction. Here, the goal is to bring the Museum into
the El Puente school and community, and to bring El
Puente into the Museum community.
The American Museum of Natural History is an
appropriate partner for small schools (more than
500,000 school-aged kids visit the museum in school
and camp groups). The museum offers more than simply a day away from the classroom: The exhibitions, the
artifacts, the specimens are a way to bring the curriculum to life, to make concrete what may often be abstract
or distant in time or space. A trip to the Museum provides opportunities for a kind of learning that is not
possible in the classroom, in the text, or even on the
computer.
But for small schools, certainly for "our" small
schools, there are benefits that go well beyond this. Most
small schools, by definition, have fewer faculty members
and offer fewer courses. The Museum, its resources, and
its staff can become adjuncts to the faculty and to the
curriculum, extending and enriching the scope, the
breadth, and the depth of available offerings and facilities. Our small schools value content, are learner-centered, and are eager to promote the development of
independent inquiry and the range of skills requisite for
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inquiry. The museum is defined by its collection and by
the science conducted by its research staff of more than
200. This is an authentic setting for learning about evidence, tools of inquiry, proof, and communication.
Furthermore, our small schools, as a result of size and
personality, are dedicated to creating learning communities where students, teachers, and families can learn
together. And certainly, the museum is a nonthreatening
environment for learners of all ages.
From the perspective of the Museum of Natural
History, small schools provide a wonderful opportunity to
demonstrate the power of a content-rich research institution in relationship to the formal educational system.
Working with small schools, we can "transfer the passion," as Museum Senior Vice President and Provost of
Science so aptly states our goal. Working closely with
teachers and students, we can communicate to students
and to the public the excitement and dedication of our
scientists to understand the world and the people who
inhabit it. We can learn how to translate that passion into
engaging the learner and promoting knowledge and skill
development. We want to move away from "the Museum
as Supermarket Sweep." For those of you who are too
young, this was a TV quiz show in which the grand prize
was several minutes of running through a supermarket
and loading up shopping carts with goods from the
shelves. Far too many students and teachers run through
the museum as if they were in Supermarket Sweep with
the goal of filling up their minds with as many unrelated,
irrelevant items and facts as they can, with little intention
of ever preparing a meal or digesting it.
We want to focus on the museum as a model of
inquiry, a place where scientists, and by extension students, put in enormous time and effort developing
questions, gathering data, looking at evidence, and then
communicating it to their peers. Perhaps as important,
we want students to come away with a sense that this is
their institution; that this is a place that is safe for them,
a place where they can work with their peers, where
they can get the resources and support that they need to
pursue their own questions; that it can be a place for
them where their questions are more important than
the answers.
I would like to finish up with one thought. I think
it's an enormous challenge for institutions of the size

and age of the American Museum of Natural H istory to
collaborate with small institutions, but I think you will
find a great receptivity and a wealth of resources that are
consonant with the kinds of values that everybody has
been talking about today.

LUCY MATOS - IMPACT OF SIZE
ON DEMOCRATIC SCHOOLING
guess, like all good keynote speakers, Bill
managed to disarm and rearrange and make messy
once more what was a well-organized, thought-out
Bank Street type of presentation. Thank you very much.
I want to talk about the challenges, in ten minutes, of twenty-five years worth of what, I would say,
are conversations.
When I think about the work that I've been a part
of, one of the things that I am always weighing is the
endless meetings where we sit and have conversations
about the work that we do. I compare that to the conversations that I have with students-mostly five-yearolds. I like talking to five-year-olds because I think they
tell it the way it is. Five-year-olds in schools play school,
and it's very exciting and interesting to play school in
school. As recently as last week, I had a conversation
with a group of kids and I wanted to understand why
seven-year-olds were watching five-year-olds play
school. I said, "Why do you think they think they do
that?" and they said, "Because it's interesting to play
school." And I said "Why do you think it's interesting?"
and they said, "Because they really do it because they
want to be like their teachers." And this kid, who was
pretty sharp, said, ''.And also maybe like a principal." I
was quite struck by that, and I thought that that's a small
idea that I've known about since I began teaching. This
conversation brought me back to how powerful the relationship between the teacher and the student is, and that
if we had the opportunity to give students this gift of
loving learning, it would bring us into the next century
in very good shape. All of us who are parents or teachers
hear about the students who, like Bill and Joe spoke of,
are actively, vitally engaged in their own learning. All of
us have stories about students. And yet it seems so
absolutely impossible at times.
I've been thinking that the conversations that I had
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a long time ago, and the relationships that I learned to
form when I was a beginning teacher, are really what continue to be at the core ofwhat I think makes good "school
sense." And schools have to make sense to people.
My small school, the Ella Baker School, which is
pre-k through third, is very crowded. When I accepted
all these new students, they did not come by themselves.
The parents, teachers, and students came with their relationships, their histories, their understandings. The
challenge, even under the best of circumstances, is how
to bring all this together so that it makes sense to kids.
It's a real challenge, even in a collaborative setting, and I
would probably, if I could, find another word to replace
"collaboration" because this is very painful, almost like a
birthing process.
Everything comes down to the quality of the relationships among and between children and adults. I
want to have schools, I want to have environments,
where kids can have a conversation with someone like
me and they can say I made some poor choices and I
accept the responsibility for doing that; where a young
teacher can come in and say, "I need help in trying to figure this out"; where someone like me can constantly feel
that I'm learning, and children and young teachers and
parents can influence and change my mind and influence
my behavior. That's exciting and that's a real learning
opportunity. That's a real learning institution.
One of the things that's a big challenge and very
scary to me is the fear of disagreeing. We don't have sufficient educational debate and enough argument in a
respectful way. So when we argue, you are either on my
side or you are not. It happens, as Joe said, in our small
intimate schools; it happens across the city; it happens in
the larger institutions. And we all suffer. We teach our
kids the art of arguing and speaking up and having opinions, and then we don't do it ourselves. That is a challenge that we need to address constructively. We need to
really make some changes there.
I just want to say two more things. First, we need
to look closely and carefully at who comes to our
schools. Who are the people who stay-and I'm speaking of families as well as staff. Why do they stay? Why
are these people there? What are we offering them?
What compels them to stay? For as many years as I've
been talking to families and teachers and people who
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visit our schools, they often will say to me, "How come
there seems to be so much energy and rigor and vigor in
the conversations in your schools?" I think that the
opportunity to continue to talk and to challenge each
other and to have those conversations with the youngest
minds in my setting is what keeps us passionate about
what we do. In our school, we often have stories about
kids. These kids all day long are telling us things and
challenging us; we don't always see it as constructive as
it is-but they are doing it.
Second, the families who don't stay, the youngsters that we have the most difficulty in figuring out,
have made the biggest contributions to my learning and
to our schools. It's because of those kids that we are able
to learn how to help other kids. So it's not necessarily the
ones who stay or do wonderful things; it's the ones
whom you can't help and who may sometimes have to
leave and go into other settings who, if we are paying
attention, will teach us the most.

PAT WASLEY - SCALE AND DISCOURSE
hat I want to say emerges from a study that I

W

did with Bob Campbell and Dick Clarke and
other researchers: Kids and School Reform
(1997). Sixteen of us conducted a study of schools, which
are part of the C oalition of Essential Schools, over a
three-year period. We followed 150 kids through their
high school years. I would like to read a quick story from
the book about one of the students in one of the schools.
Forest Park was in the midst of dividing the
student population into mini-schools. Too
many students in this poor community were
dropping out. Attendance rates were low and
violent incidents high. The central office
believed that by breaking high schools into
mini-schools, teachers would know their students better and would be able to work with
families more closely, thus ensuring that more
kids would stay and finish high school. As discussed earlier, these mini-schools were created
by groups of teachers who banded together with
a common philosophy to form an independent
four-year school, located in the old, larger
school building. In Forest Park there were now
three schools in one building. Each smaller
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school had a head teacher and shared a
single principal among them.
Mr. Chapman had been teaching at the
school for eighteen years and watched conditions in the community worsen. H e was
deeply committed to helping the kids who
attended this particular school: "These kids
are black, they come from poverty, many of
them live with guardians, and their neighborhoods are tough. Still, given half a push
and a little confidence, they are so bright.
Our job is to figure out how to push them.
When they get hooked in, connected to the
school, they really shine!"
Tanya was seventeen, tall, big boned,
thin. H er hair was impossible, she thought,
and she was always trying new contortions
to bring it under control. She lived with h er
parents and brothers and sisters. For many
years, Tanya, the eldest, had had to take care
of her siblings because both h er parents were
drug addicted. In a kind of storybook miracle, as she neared the end of high school, her
parents moved from rock bottom to recovery
and were now providing decent support for
her and her siblings.
As one might imagine, school for Tanya
had been up and down. Still, in the last few
years, as h er sch ool and h er family
rearranged themselves, she found herself in
the business and science mini- school. The
teachers who had come together to build this
mini-school had agreed to give kids more
support in building the kinds of skills they
would need to get a job. For a long time, Mr.
Chapman's students had done well in a tristate science competition. His colleagues
asked him to join them in their mini-school
because the science projects that h e had students do were more like real business projects, and they felt that, together, they could
help provide even better support for his students. The collaborative promise proved
invaluable to him in that the English teachers took responsibility for the teaching of
research writing, and the math and technology teachers worked with Mr. Chap man and
his students to do the needed mathematical
calculations and to find appropriate and
accurate means by which to display the data.

Mr. Chapman taught a yearlong course
in which students learned the rudiments of
scientific research, which led them to an
independent project to be completed by the
end of the year. Tanya had worked in a fastfood place and was interested in bacteria in
food products. She was a little nervous about
what was growing in hamburgers. Eventually, she began experimenting with ultraviolet irradiation of various kinds of meats,
keeping track of what happened to the bacteria and noting any variations in the meat
that occurred. (Their school had been given
an ultraviolet light chamber by the National
Science Foundation.) While conducting her
research, she contacted the Department of
Agriculture for information over the Internet. Interestingly enough, they responded
that they were involved in a similar research
project, but they were experimenting with
alpha and gamma irradiation.
During the course of her research, Tanya
was in frequent contact with them, sharing
data and findings. Her findings indicated
that ultraviolet irradiation did kill bacteria,
but it rearranged the molecular structure of
some of the meats so that the products were
less suitable for consumption. Because her
work was original, useful, and thorough, she
received an award at the tristate science fair,
where representatives from the Department
of Agriculture gave her a second award and
invited her to run her study again in their
labs using alpha and gamma rays. At the endof-the-year awards ceremony back at school,
her parents were given the Best Parent
Support award by the staff of the high school
of her mini-school-the first award either
had received-for helping their daughter and
encouraging her. The accomplishments were
grand all the way around. That summer, she
worked at the Agriculture Department for
two weeks, using all of their more sophisticated equipment. (pp. 139-141)
And that's what we are aiming for. I think that in
our own study, what we were trying to figure out was
what conditions, what changes teachers and principals
were making that affected the lives of kids. Clearly for us,
two interlocking, interrelated issues emerged as critically

important to students' academic achievement: one was
the issue of scale, and the other was the discourse in
schools.
Scale, which is what this conference is all about
and what most of us are particularly interested in, is the
issue of creating schools where no student falls between
the cracks between teachers, the cracks between subject
areas. We need smaller scale so that kids can be involved
in intimate, closely tied relationships so that their academic, intellectual, and emotional energy can be channeled and bolstered. To achieve smaller scale requires
that we change schedules, that we change teaching roles,
that we team teach, that we share leadership structures
because there aren't enough people to do everything that
needs to be done. It means that we share space; it means,
in fact, that we rearrange almost everything that we did
in a larger school to create circumstances of intimacy.
The problems of creating small-scale schools
include requiring that teachers build very strong skills of
collaboration. This is a point that several people on the
panel have raised. While I think that for the last ten
years the need for collaboration has appeared in the
research and the literature, the doing of it, the building
of the skills that contribute to it, is still somewhat of a
mystery for many of us. It really requires hard work.
Another difficulty in the creation of smaller units,
especially when you have a number of small units in one
building, is that sometimes it fosters competition
between the smaller units, so there are obviously issues
that emerge. The benefits, we think, when we watched
these 150 kids go through their school years- all of the
schools we were watching were breaking into smaller
units-was that the kids were better known and they
talked about this to us repeatedly. "Here, they know me,
like I can't skip school because you know what? They call
me up. It's a real hassle, but they know me here." They
said things like that over and over again; it's more like a
family, it's less like a school, and the moms and dads in
this school, they get down on you.
The other benefit for kids was that teachers were
able to create more coherent programs. They were able
to get a focus and build a suitable curriculum. They were
able to eliminate some of the stuff that they didn't think
needed to be covered. They were able to connect one
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class to another, teacher to teacher. All of these kinds of
connections make an enormous difference in kids'
capacity to absorb and retain and build the kinds of skills
they need in order to move on.
Parents are better informed in small schools and
tend to be more involved in legitimate ways, as opposed
to surface kinds of ways. Another benefit is that teachers and principals and parents are able to create more
coherent rules and policies. I know in the high schools
where I taught, we never could agree on whether kids
could chew gum in class or wear hats. We've been arguing about hats for thirty years. In smaller schools, I think
people are actually able to say, "Okay, they can chew
gum. Okay, they can wear hats" or "They can't wear
hats," and actually get agreement that can be enforced
across the school. Giving kids clear messages like that is
very helpful to them and enables them to understand the
benefits of policies that are coherent. It's also helpful for
them to see democratic practices that actually work.
We think that scale by itself is not enough to create conditions for better schooling; that, in fact, you can
have cruddy small schools as much as you can have fabulous small schools. And the interlocking condition that
is necessary in order to ensure that your small school
reaches the quality you want is the caliber of civil discourse between adults and students and adults and
adults in the school. By civil discourse, I mean that we
have to be civil to each other in our interactions. Civility
does not mean merely polite. It means you conduct rigorous controversy in an atmosphere of respect.
Civility also means that we care about the civic
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good; that, instead of thinking of our own roles and
responsibilities as paramount to our concerns, we think
of the good of the children we are serving and each of
us focuses there instead of on narrower concerns.
We discovered what we thought were four prerequisites of good civil discourse in schools. One that
we mentioned already is the need for collaborative skill
building, which includes honesty and directness-not
a common skill in American public life. We think people have to be able to engage in controversy. We think
that problem-solving skills need to be taught, learned,
practiced, honed, and then relearned. We think people
must build analytical skills in order to look at data that
exist in the school.
Second, we think that faculty need constantly to be
constructing and reconstructing a set of shared values.
People have to agree on whether race, class, or gender
determines capacity to learn, or whether the aim of the
school should be to control kids or to teach responsibility.
Third, we need strong individuals who can
sustain civility.
The last characteristic, one which Lucy so
cogently addressed, is that we need the participation of
all the stakeholders. Until we create schools that resonate with the community on which the school rests, we
are never going to have the stability that we need to create the kinds of support systems for kids that they need
in order to reach their full potential.
I think it is important for us to interconnect scale
with issues of civil discourse, and to hold both things in
our minds while we try to create smaller settings.

O&A
Question: Could you please say something about
th e role of rigor in these settings?
Wasley: We came up with a series of coupled conditions in our work, tracking kids to see what changes
adults were making that were making a difference for
kids. One of the linked set of connections was the connection between rigor and innovation.
When we asked people at state departments of
education and principals' and district offices what they
were doing or what we might do to improve student
achievement, they said we need to shoot for higher standards, we need more rigor, we need to know where the bar
is, we need to know how to get over it. When we asked
people in schools what they were doing to improve student achievement, they said things like: "We're changing
the scheduling." "We're team teaching." "We're trying a
hundred innovations in order to engage the kids more
seriously."
I t became clear to us that, in the places where the
teachers and principals were having the conversations
about rigor while talking about and examining their own
innovations, those were the places that made the greatest difference for kids' academic achievement. In those
schools where people were concentrating on innovation
without attention to rigor and expectations for kids, kids
were less likely to make quantitative leaps.
So I think it is critical for us to examine the kinds
of innovative practices we're putting in place to make
sure that they're getting kids to the highest possible level
of achievement. I believe that it is possible for teachers,
who see miraculous things happen with kids fairly often,
to set higher standards than any set of policy makers
because they know what kids are capable 0£
Nathan: Two brief observations about that. Sometimes
I talk to alternative school people, and they talk about
the good old days when they were allowed to do this and
they were allowed to do that. I want to quote the well
known educational philosopher, Moms Mabley. Moms
was asked at one point if she longed for the good old
days. Moms pointed out that there are a lot of questions
about the good old days: "The good old days.. .I was
there ...where was they?" And I think that's a really interesting question. They weren't.

One of the interesting things about some critics
of school reform is that they have this mistaken view
that somehow things were wonderful in the 50s or the
40s or the 3os. It wasn't until the mid-5os that more than
half the kids in the country graduated. I worked for the
National Governors' Association. The governors
thought that in the 20s and 30s, 90 to 95% of the kids
graduated from high school. We have a real problem
with people's not knowing history. We have a real problem with educators' not knowing what really happened
with the progressive movement. And one of the things
that really happened was that there wasn't the attention
to rigor that you just talked about.
Another thing I want to say about rigor is that
this was one of the strains of the charter movement. And
the reality is that, for most public schools in the United
States, including most innovative small schools, the dollars keep flowing to the schools and the adults keep getting paid regardless of the results.
Last Saturday, The New York Times had a frontpage story about how African American and Hispanic
activists all over the United States, including this state, are
starting to say, "Wait a minute-we want to see these
kinds of programs start, and we want to see schools like
charters that have to demonstrate improved achievement
using various measures or they will be closed down."
We ought to have site management only as long
as we have site responsibility. There has been a lot of
rhetoric about site management, but not a lot of rhetoric about site responsibility. It seems to me it's time for
both.
Question: You urged the creation of schoo l s
where young people learned not only read ing,
writing, and math, but also how to he lp change the
wo rld. You i ndicated that you visi ted some small
schoo ls where that was not happe ning . Ha ve you
see n some large schools where it was in f act hap-

pening?
Nathan: Yes. Two quick examples: T here is a charter
school in inner-city Los Angeles-1300 kids- which is
larger than I would like it to be, but it was a conversion
of an existing school. The faculty, among other things,
was frustrated because it took two years to purchase
computers. They got fed up and they said it's time for us
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to have the power of the checkbook; now they have converted to charter status. This is the Vaughn Street
School, which I hope many of you have heard of. Since
they now have the checkbook in the school, they no
longer have to go through Los Angeles Unified District
and wait a year or two to get their computers. It is a sixth
grade project in this school. Periodically, when the decision-making council- which includes faculty, parents,
and some students-decides to purchase computers, the
6th graders call a variety of businesses-Computerland,
Computer City, etc.-and say, "We are purchasing 25
computers, we pay cash, what is your best price?" That is
a pretty nice thing to be able to do.
I have certainly visited small schools where there
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is a passion for justice. I visited, for example, in this city,
El Puente, which I think is a marvelous model for this
kind of thing. But yes, I have seen large schools that have
a passion for justice and do these kinds of things. There
is a lot of research that convinces me that small makes it
easier to do the kinds of things that you are talking
about, but we all agree that small isn't a guarantee. One
other example: There is a 1300-student middle school in
San Diego that converted to charter for exactly the same
reason, and they have done extraordinary things. It
would be easier if they were 400 rather than 1300, but
they started at 1300 because that's what they had. They
have broken the school into various models. And the
answer to your question is "yes."
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